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Building a Digital Branch

Web 2.0 positions librarians to deliver
fully functional library branches on the web

ibrary websites have

been around for about

15 years. The list of

what has changed in the
past 15 years could fill a library.
Programming languages have
changed. Web browsers have
changed. Internet connections
have gotten faster, and websites
have come to serve a wider variety

on the web. It offers much more
than a traditional library website in
many ways, because a digital branch
has real staff, a real building, a real
collection, and a real community
happening on and around it.

With a digital branch, you give pa-
trons a choice about how they inter-
act with you. For instance, they can
go to the library by simply visiting

of functions, your website.
Interaction has A digitcﬂ S Or, through
also changed. tools such as
Many library has a real staff, a RSS or outpost
wehsites, both real building, a real sites such as
visually and ; Facebook,
S collection, and a
structurally, they can have
were built last real community happening the library
century. Their around it. come to them.
model was A traditional
based on what is library model

now a dated, almost “traditional”
structural and visual model of web
design. Those older websites focused
on providing information about the
library rather than on providing ac-
tual online services. There wasn't a
lot of interaction on the average web-
site in the '90s. In fact, most of the
tools we currenily use to interact on-
line were not yet available.

With 21st-century technology,
libraries are in a position to deliver
a fully functional library branch—a
digital branch—on the web. When I
talk about digital branches, I like to
remind people that the “digital” part
is somewhat arbitrary. Abranch is a
branch, whether it is physical or
virtual, and must always have cer-
tain properties. A digital branch is a
branch library, delivered digitally,

really can’t duplicate that experience.
Once you've decided to build a
digital branch, the first step in the
process is to gather information
through discussions with three ecru-
cial groups of people—the library
leaders (administration and/or
hoard of trustees), the library staff,
and, of course, the patrons. It's nec-
essary to carefully document who the
branch will be serving, what services
those people desire, and what you are
capable of providing with your bud-
get and technological capability.
Before you actually build your
gite, take the information you've
gathered and carefully plan your ac-
tions. You'll need to ask some im-
portant questions: Who will be in
charge of the process? How will statf
time be allocated for the work that
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needs to be done? What content will
you have within your digital branch?
What formats will you use?

Once you've thoroughly planned
your digital branch and are ready to
start building it, you'll need to select
the tools you'll be using. You'll need
to pick a Content Management Sys-
tem for your digital branch. The CMS
is the control center of the site. It al-
lows you to administer content with-
in the branch: how it is organized,
displayed, and accessed; who can ac-
cess it; and how it can be accessed.

Of course, you'll need to design
the site itself. Before jumping in,
you should sketch, design, and build
a prototype to show to staff and pa-
trons. The aesthetics of a website
are extremely important to end us-
ers, so you want to make sure poten-
tial users like the appearance before
you implement your design.

If I were to sum this process up in
one sentence, it would be this:
think, plan, and do. First, think
about what you want to achieve with
your website. Then do a lot of plan-
ning to meet those goals you
dreamed up. And finally, do it—
build the site you planned!

Once your site is built, you are
not finished with your work by any
means. A thriving digital branch re-
quires constant work, updates, and
change. 0l

DAVID LEE KING is the Digital Branch

and Services Manager at the Topeka and
Shawnee County (Kans.} Public Library.

This article was adapted from the August/
September 2009 issue of Library Technology
Reports
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